Cumulative toll of exposure to stressors in Canadians: An allostatic load profile.
The cumulative toll of exposure to stressors (psychosocial, chemical, physical) can contribute to disease processes. The concept of allostatic load, essentially the cost of maintaining physiological stability in response to environmental demands, may be useful in assessing broad population health impacts of stressors beyond morbidity and mortality. In the present study, allostatic load scores were generated for Canadians and associations with age, sex, education and household income were examined. Data from cycles 1, 2, and 3 (2007 to 2013) of the Canadian Health Measures Survey (CHMS) were used to generate a composite index of cumulative health burden (allostatic load score) for adults aged 20 to 79 (n=8,678) based on risk thresholds for nine biological measures: diastolic blood pressure, systolic blood pressure, heart rate, high-density lipoprotein (HDL), total cholesterol, glycated hemoglobin (HBA1c), waist-to-hip ratio, C-reactive protein (CRP), and albumin. Logistic regression models that included age (continuous), sex, education and household income were fit to generate model-adjusted predicted allostatic load scores. The most prevalent individual risk factors were elevated waist-to-hip ratio, elevated CRP, total cholesterol, and low HDL. Allostatic load scores increased with age. Males generally exhibited higher scores than females. Lower educational attainment and lower household income were found to be significantly associated with higher allostatic load scores after taking account of the effects of age and sex. Age and socioeconomic gradients are associated with differences in allostatic load scores in the Canadian population. This composite measure of multisystem dysfunction, generated from a nationally representative survey that includes measurement of numerous health-relevant behaviours, biomarkers, and chemical levels, can be used in future to quantify sub-clinical impacts on health.